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SIR, 
ALTHOUGH it were against my Knowledge, or Advice, that you entered 
into Holy Orders, under the present Dispositions of Mankind towards the 
Church; yet, since it is now supposed too late to recede, (at least according 
to the general Practice and Opinion,) I cannot forbear offering my 
Thoughts to you upon this new Condition of Life you are engaged in. 

I courp heartily wish that the Circumstances of your Fortune had 
enabled you to have continued some Years longer in the University, at 
least, until you were ten Years standing; to have laid in a competent Stock 
of human Learning, and some Knowledge in Divinity, before you 
attempted to appear in the World: For I cannot but lament the common 
Course, which at least Nine in Ten of those, who enter into the Ministry, 
are obliged to run. When they have taken a Degree, and are consequently 
grown a Burden to their Friends; who now think themselves fully dis- 
charged; they get into Orders as soon as they can, (upon which I shall 
make no Remarks,) first sollicit a Readership, and if they be very fortunate, 
arrive in Time to a Curacy here in Town;! or else are sent to be Assistants 
in the Country, where they probably continue several Years (many of them 
their whole Lives) with thirty or forty Pounds a Year for their Support, until 
some Bishop, who happens to be not over-stocked with Relations, or 
attached to Favourites, or is content to supply his Diocese without Colonies 
from England, bestows them some inconsiderable Benefice; when it is odds 
they are already encumbered with a numerous Family. I would be glad to 
know what Intervals of Life such Persons can possibly set apart for 
Improvement of their Minds; or which Way they could be furnished with 
Books; the Library they brought with them from their College being usu- 
ally not the most numerous, or judiciously chosen. If such Gentlemen 
arrive to be great Scholars, It must, I think, be either by Means supernat- 
ural, or by a Method altogether out of any Road yet known to the Learned. 
But I conceive the Fact directly otherwise; and that many of them lose the 
greatest Part of the small Pittance they received at the University. 

I TAKE it for granted, that you intend to pursue the beaten Track, and are 
already desirous to be seen in a Pulpit; only I hope you will think it proper 
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to pass your Quarentine among some of the desolate Churches five Miles 
round this Town, where you may at least learn to read and to speak, before 
you venture to expose your Parts in a City-Congregation: Not that these are 
better Judges, but because if a Man must needs expose his Folly, it is more 
safe and discreet to do so, before few Witnesses, and in a scattered Neigh- 
bourhood. And you will do well, if you can prevail upon some intimate and 
judicious Friend to be your constant Hearer, and allow him with the 
utmost Freedom to give you Notice of whatever he shall find amiss either 
in your Voice or Gesture; for want of which early Warning, many Clergy- 
men continue defective, and sometimes ridiculous, to the End of their 
Lives. Neither is it rare to observe among excellent and learned Divines, a 
certain ungracious Manner, or an unhappy Tone of Voice, which they never 
have been able to shake off. 

I COULD likewise have been glad, if you had applied your self a little 
more to the Study of the English Language, than I fear you have done; the 
Neglect whereof is one of the most general Defects among the Scholars 
of this Kingdom, who seem to have not the least Conception of a Stile, 
but run on in a flat Kind of Phraseology, often mingled with barbarous 
Terms and Expressions, peculiar to the Nation: Neither do I perceive that 
any Person either finds or acknowledges his Wants upon this Head, or in 
the least desires to have them supplyed. Proper Words in proper Places, 
make the true Definition of a Stile: But this would require too ample a 
Disquisition to be now dwelt on.? However, I shall venture to name one 
or two Faults, which are easy to be remedied with a very small Portion of 
Abilities. 

THE first, is the frequent Use of obscure Terms, which by the Women 
are called hard Words, and by the better Sort of Vulgar, fine Language; than 
which I do not know a more universal, inexcusable, and unnecessary Mis- 
take among the Clergy of all Distinctions, but especially the younger Prac- 
titioners. I have been curious enough to take a List of several hundred 
Words in a Sermon of a new Beginner, which not one of his Hearers among 
a Hundred, could possibly understand: Neither can I easily call to Mind 
any Clergyman of my own Acquaintance who is wholly exempt from this 
Error; although many of them agree with me in the Dislike of the Thing. 
But I am apt to put my self in the Place of the Vulgar, and think many 
Words difficult or obscure, which the Preacher will not allow to be so, 
because those Words are obvious to Schollars. I believe the Method 
observed by the famous Lord Falkland,* in some of his Writings, would not 
be an ill one for young Divines: I was assured by an old Person of Quality, 
who knew him well; that when he doubted whether a Word were perfectly 
intelligible nor no, he used to consult one of his Lady's Chambermaids, 
(not the Waiting-woman, because it was possible she might be conversant 
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in Romances,) and by her Judgment was guided, whether to receive or 
reject it. And if that great Person thought such a Caution necessary in Trea- 
tises offered to the learned World; it will be sure, at least as proper in Ser- 
mons, where the meanest Hearer is supposed to be concerned; and where 
very often a Lady's Chambermaid may be allowed to equal half the Con- 
gregation, both as to Quality and Understanding. But I know not how it 
comes to pass, that Professors in most Arts and Sciences are generally the 
worst qualified to explain their Meanings to those who are not of their Tribe: 
A common Farmer shall make you understand in three Words, that his Foot 
is out of Joint, or his Collar-bone broken; wherein a Surgeon, after a hundred 
Terms of Art, if you are not a Scholar, shall leave you to seek. It is frequently 
the same Case in Law, Physick, and even many of the meaner Arts. 

AND upon this Account it is, that among hard Words, I number likewise 
those which are peculiar to Divinity as it is a Science; because I have 
observed several Clergymen, otherwise little fond of obscure Terms, yet in 
their Sermons very liberal of those which they find in Ecclesiastical Writ- 
ers, as if it were our Duty to understand them: Which I am sure it is not. 
And I defy the greatest Divine, to produce any Law either of God or Man, 
which obliges me to comprehend the Meaning of Omniscience, Omnipres- 
ence, Ubiquity, Attribute, Beatifick Vision, with a Thousand others so fre- 
quent in Pulpits; any more than that of Excentrick, Idiosyncracy, Entity, and 
the like. I believe, I may venture to insist further, that many Terms used in 
Holy Writ, particularly by St. Paul, might with more Discretion be changed 
into plainer Speech, except when they are introduced as part of a Quotation. 

I AM the more earnest in this Matter, because it is a general Complaint, 
and the justest in the World. For a Divine hath nothing to say to the wisest 
Congregation of any Parish in this Kingdom, which he may not express in 
a Manner to be understood by the meanest among them. And this Asser- 
tion must be true, or else God requires from us more than we are able to 
perform. However, not to contend whether a Logician might possibly put a 
Case that would serve for an Exception; I will appeal to any Man of Let- 
ters, whether at least nineteen in twenty of those perplexing Words might 
not be changed into easy ones, such as naturally first occur to ordinary 
Men, and probably did so at first to those very Gentlemen, who are so fond 
of the former. 

WE are often reproved by Divines from the Pulpits, on Account of our 
Ignorance in Things sacred; and perhaps with Justice enough: However, it 
is not very reasonable for them to expect, that common Men should under- 
stand Expressions, which are never made use of in common Life. No Gen- 
tleman thinks it safe or prudent to send a Servant with a Message, without 
repeating it more than once, and endeavouring to put it into Terms brought 
down to the Capacity of the Bearer: Yet after all this Care, it is frequent for 
Servants to mistake, and sometimes occasion Misunderstandings between 
Friends; although the common Domesticks in some Gentlemen's Families, 
may have more Opportunities of improving their Minds, than the ordinary 
Sort of Tradesmen. 

IT is usual for Clergymen who are taxed with this learned Defect, to 
quote Dr. Tillotson,* and other famous Divines in their Defence; without 
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considering the Difference between elaborate Discourses upon important 
Occasions, delivered to Princes or Parliaments, written with a View of 
being made publick; and a plain Sermon intended for the Middle or lower 
Size of People. Neither do they seem to remember the many Alterations, 
Additions, and Expungings made by great Authors, in those Treatises 
which they prepare for the Publick. Besides, that excellent Prelate above- 
mentioned, was known to preach after a much more popular Manner in the 
City Congregations: And if in those Parts of his Works, he be any where too 
obscure for the Understandings of many, who may be supposed to have 
been his Hearers; it ought to be numbered among his Omissions. 

THE Fear of being thought Pedants hath been of pernicious Consequence 
to young Divines. This hath wholly taken many of them off from their sev- 
erer Studies in the University; which they have exchanged for Plays, Poems, 
and Pamphlets, in order to qualify them for Tea-Tables and Coffee-Houses. 
This they usually call Polite Conversation, knowing the World, and reading 
Men instead of Books. These Accomplishments, when applied in the Pulpit, 
appear by a quaint, terse, florid Style, rounded into Periods and Cadencies, 
commonly without either Propriety or Meaning. I have listened with my 
utmost Attention for half an Hour to an Orator of this Species, without 
being able to understand, much less to carry away one single Sentence out 
of a whole Sermon. Others, to shew that their Studies have not been con- 
fined to Sciences, or ancient Authors, will talk in the Style of a gaming Ordi- 
nary, and White Friars; where I suppose the Hearers can be little edified by 
the Terms of Palming, Shuffling, Biting, Bamboozling, and the like, if they 
have not been sometimes conversant among Pick-pockets and Sharpers. 
And truly, as they say, a Man is known by his Company; so it should seem, 
that a Man's Company may be known by his Manner of expressing himself, 
either in publick Assemblies, or private Conversation. 

IT would be endless to run over the several Defects of Style among us: I 
shall therefore say nothing of the mean and the paultry, (which are usually 
attended by the fustian,) much less of the slovenly or indecent. Two Things 
I will just warn you against: The first is, the Frequency of flat, unnecessary 
Epithets; and the other is, the Folly of using old thread-bare Phrases, which 
will often make you go out of your Way to find and apply them; are nau- 
seous to rational Hearers, and will seldom express your Meaning as well as 
your own natural Words. 

ALTHOUGH, as I have already observed, our English Tongue be too 
little cultivated in this Kingdom; yet the Faults are nine in ten owing to 
Affectation, and not to the want of Understanding. When a Man's 
Thoughts are clear, the properest Words will generally offer themselves 
first; and his own Judgment will direct him in what Order to place them, 
so as they may be best understood. Where Men err against this Method, it 
is usually on Purpose, and to shew their Learning, their Oratory, their 
Politeness, or their Knowledge of the World. In short, that Simplicity, with- 
out which no human Performance can arrive to any great Perfection, is no 
where more eminently useful than in this. 

I HAVE been considering that Part of Oratory, which relates to the mov- 
ing of the Passions: This, I observe, is in Esteem and Practice among some 
Church Divines, as well as among all the Preachers and Hearers of the 
Fanatick or Enthusiastick Strain. I will here deliver to you (perhaps with 
more Freedom than Prudence) my Opinion upon the Point. 
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THE two great Orators of Greece and Rome, Demosthenes and Cicero, 
although each of them a Leader (or, as the Greeks called it, a Demagogue) 
in a popular State; yet seem to differ in their Practice upon this Branch of 
their Art: The former, who had to deal with a People of much more Polite- 
ness Learning, and Wit, laid the greatest Weight of his Oratory upon the 
Strength of his Arguments offered to their Understanding and Reason: 
Whereas, Tully considered the Dispositions of a sincere, more ignorant, and 
less mercurial Nation, by dwelling almost entirely on the pathetick Part. 

BUT the principal Thing to be remembered is, that the constant Design 
of both these Orators in all their Speeches, was to drive some one particu- 
lar Point; either the Condemnation, or Acquittal of an accused Person; a 
persuasive to War, the enforcing of a Law, and the like; which was deter- 
mined upon the Spot, according as the Orators on either Side prevailed. 
And here it was often found of absolute Necessity to enflame, or cool the 
Passions of the Audience; especially at Rome, where Tully spoke, and with 
whose Writings young Divines (I mean those among them who read old 
Authors) are more conversant than with those of Demosthenes; who, by 
many Degrees, excelled the other, at least as an Orator. But I do not see 
how this Talent of moving Passions, can be of any great Use towards direct- 
ing Christian Men in the Conduct of their Lives, at least in these Northern 
Climates; where, I am confident, the strongest Eloquence of that Kind will 
leave few Impressions upon any of our Spirits, deep enough to last till the 
next Morning, or rather to the next Meal. 

BUT what hath chiefly put me out of conceit with this moving Manner 
of Preaching, is the frequent Disappointment it meets with. I know a Gen- 
tleman, who made it a Rule in Reading, to skip over all Sentences where 
he spied a Note of Admiration at the End. I believe, those Preachers who 
abound in Epiphonemas,’ if they look about them, would find one Part of 
their Congregation out of Countenance, and the other asleep; except, per- 
haps, an old Female Beggar or two in the Isles, who (if they be sincere) may 
probably groan at the Sound. 

NOR is it a Wonder that this Expedient should so often miscarry, which 
requires so much Art and Genius to arrive at any Perfection in it; as every 
Man will find, much sooner than learn, by consulting Cicero himself. 

I THEREFORE entreat you to make use of this Faculty (if you be ever 
so unfortunate as to think you have it) as seldom, and with as much Cau- 
tion as you can; else I may probably have Occasion to say of you, as a great 
Person said of another upon this very Subject. A Lady asked him, coming 
out of Church, whether it were not a very moving Discourse? Yes, said he, 
I was extremely sorry, for the Man is my Friend. 

IF in Company you offer something for a Jest, and no body seconds you 
in your own Laughter, or seems to relish what you said; you may condemn 
their Taste, if you please, and appeal to better Judgments; but, in the mean 
Time, it must be agreed you make a very indifferent Figure: And it is, at 
least, equally ridiculous to be disappointed in endeavouring to make other 
Folks grieve, as to make them laugh. 


5. In Part II, Chapter VI of Gulliver's Travels, Gulliver wishes he had the "Tongue of Demosthenes or 
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A PLAIN convincing Reason may possibly operate upon the Mind both 
of a learned and ignorant Hearer, as long as they live; and will edify a Thou- 
sand Times more than the Art of wetting the Handkerchiefs of a whole 
Congregation, if you were sure to attain it. 

IF your Arguments be strong, in God's Name offer them in as moving a 
Manner as the Nature of the Subject will probably admit; wherein Reason, 
and good Advice will be your safest Guides: But beware of letting the 
pathetick Part swallow up the rational: For, I suppose, Philosophers have 
long agreed, that Passion should never prevail over Reason. 

AS I take it, the two principal Branches of Preaching, are first to tell the 
People what is their Duty; and then to convince them that it is so. The Top- 
icks for both these, we know, are brought from Scripture and Reason. Upon 
the former, I wish it were often practised to instruct the Hearers in the Lim- 
its, Extent, and Compass of every Duty, which requires a good deal of Skill 
and Judgment: The other Branch is, I think, not so difficult. But what I 
would offer upon both, is this; that it seems to be in the Power of a rea- 
sonable Clergyman, if he will be at the Pains, to make the most ignorant 
Man comprehend what is his Duty; and to convince him by Arguments, 
drawn to the Level of his Understanding, that he ought to perform it. 

BUT I must remember, that my Design in this Paper was not so much to 
instruct you in your Business, either as a Clergyman, or a Preacher, as to 
warn you against some Mistakes, which are obvious to the Generality of 
Mankind, as well as to me; and we, who are Hearers, may be allowed to 
have some Opportunities in the Quality of being Standers-by. Only, per- 
haps, I may now again transgress, by desiring you to express the Heads of 
your Divisions in as few and clear Words, as you possibly can; otherwise, I, 
and many Thousand others, will never be able to retain them, nor conse- 
quently to carry away a Syllable of the Sermon. 

I SHALL now mention a Particular, wherein your whole Body will be cer- 
tainly against me; and the Laity, almost to a Man, on my Side. However it 
came about, I cannot get over the Prejudice of taking some little Offence at 
the Clergy, for perpetually reading their Sermons; perhaps, my frequent 
hearing of Foreigners, who never make use of Notes, may have added to my 
Disgust. And I cannot but think, that whatever is read, differs as much from 
what is repeated without Book, as a Copy doth from an Original. At the same 
Time, I am highly sensible what an extreme Difficulty it would be upon you 
to alter this Method; and that, in such a Case, your Sermons would be much 
less valuable than they are, for want of Time to improve and correct them. 
I would therefore gladly come to a Compromise with you in this Matter. I 
knew a Clergyman of some Distinction, who appeared to deliver his Sermon 
without looking into his Notes; which, when I complimented him upon, he 
assured me, he could not repeat six Lines; but his Method was to write the 
whole Sermon in a large plain Hand, with all the Forms of Margin, Para- 
graph, marked Page, and the like; then on Sunday Morning, he took care to 
run it over five or six Times, which he could do in an Hour; and when he 
delivered it; by pretending to turn his Face from one Side to the other, he 
would (in his own Expression) pick up the Lines, and cheat his People, by 
making them believe he had it all by Heart. He farther added, that when- 
ever he happened, by Neglect, to omit any of these Circumstances, the 
Vogue of the Parish was, our Doctor gave us but an indifferent Sermon to-day. 
Now among us, many Clergymen act so directly contrary to this Method; 


A LETTER TO A YoUNG GENTLEMAN 258 


that from a Habit of saving Time and Paper, which they acquired at the Uni- 
versity, they write in so diminutive a Manner, with such frequent Blots and 
Interlineations, that they are hardly able to go on without perpetual Hesi- 
tations, or extemporary Expletives: And I desire to know what can be more 
inexcusable than to see a Divine, and a Scholar, at a Loss in reading his own 
Compositions; which, it is supposed, he hath been preparing with much 
Pains and Thought, for the Instruction of his People. The Want of a little 
more Care in this Article, is the Cause of much ungraceful Behaviour. You 
will observe some Clergymen with their Heads held down from the Begin- 
ning to the End, within an Inch of the Cushion, to read what is hardly leg- 
ible; which, besides the untoward Manner, hinders them from making the 
best Advantage of their Voice: Others, again, have a Trick of popping up and 
down every Moment, from their Paper to the Audience, like an idle School- 
Boy on a Repetition-Day. 

LET me entreat you therefore, to add one Half-Crown a Year to the Article 
of Paper; to transcribe your Sermons in as large and plain a Manner as you 
can, and either make no Interlineations, or change the whole Leaf: For we, 
your Hearers, would rather you should be less correct, than perpetually 
stammering; which I take to be one of the worst Solecisms in Rhetorick. And 
lastly, read your Sermon once or twice, for a few Days before you preach it: 
To which you will probably answer some Years hence, That it was but just 
finished when the last Bell rang to Church; and I shall readily believe, but 
not excuse you. 

I CANNOT forbear warning you, in the most earnest Manner, against 
endeavouring at Wit in your Sermons: Because, by the strictest Computa- 
tion, it is very near a Million to One, that you have none; and because too 
many of your Calling, have consequently made themselves everlastingly 
ridiculous by attempting it. I remember several young Men in this Town, 
who could never leave the Pulpit under half a Dozen Conceits; and this 
Faculty adhered to those Gentlemen a longer or shorter Time, exactly in 
Proportion to their several Degrees of Dulness: Accordingly, | am told that 
some of them retain it to this Day. I heartily wish the Brood were at an End. 

BEFORE you enter into the common unsufferable Cant, of taking all 
Occasions to disparage the Heathen Philosophers; I hope, you will WS 
from some of your Brethren, by first enquiring what those Philosophers can 
say for themselves. The System of Morality to be gathered out of the Writ- 
ings, or Sayings of those antient Sages, falls undoubtedly very short of that 
delivered in the Gospel; and wants, besides, the Divine Sanction which our 
Saviour gave to his. Whatever is further related by the Evangelists, contains 
chiefly Matters of Fact, and consequently of Faith; such as the Birth of 
Christ, his being the Messiah, his Miracles, his Death, Resurrection, and 
Ascension: None of which can properly come under the Appellation of 
human Wisdom, being intended only to make us wise unto Salvation. And 
therefore in this Point, nothing can be justly laid to the Charge of the Phi- 
losophers; further, than that they were ignorant of certain Facts which hap- 
pened long after their Death. But I am deceived, if a better Comment could 
be any where collected upon the moral Part of the Gospel, than from the 
Writings of those excellent Men. Even that divine Precept of loving our Ene- 
mies, is at large insisted on by Plato; who puts it, as I remember, into the 
Mouth of Socrates. And as to the Reproach of Heathenism, I doubt they had 
less of it than the corrupted Jews, in whose Time they lived. For it is a gross 


258 A LETTER TO A YOUNG GENTLEMAN 


Piece of Ignorance among us, to conceive, that in those polite and learned 
Ages, even Persons of any tolerable Education, much less the wisest Philos- 
ophers, did acknowledge, or worship any more than one Almighty Power, 
under several Denominations, to whom they allowed all those Attributes we 
ascribe to the Divinity: And, as I take it, human Comprehension reacheth 
no further: Neither did our Saviour think it necessary to explain to us the 
Nature of God; because, as I suppose, it would be impossible, without 
bestowing on us other Faculties than we possess at present. But the true 
Misery of the Heathen World, appears to be what I beforementioned, the 
Want of a Divine Sanction; without which, the Dictates of the Philosophers 
failed in the Point of Authority; and consequently the Bulk of Mankind lay, 
indeed, under a great Load of Ignorance, even in the Article of Morality; but 
the Philosophers themselves did not. Take the Matter in this Light, and it 
will afford Field enough for a Divine to enlarge on; by shewing the Advan- 
tages which the Christian World hath over the Heathen; and the absolute 
Necessity of Divine Revelation, to make the Knowledge of the true God, and 
the Practice of Virtue more universal in the World. 

I AM not ignorant how much I differ in this Opinion from some ancient 
Fathers in the Church; who arguing against the Heathens, made it a prin- 
cipal Topick to decry their Philosophy as much as they could: Which, I hope, 
is not altogether our present Case. Besides, it is to be considered, that those 
Fathers lived in the Decline of Literature; and in my Judgment, (who should 
be unwilling to give the least Offence,) appear to be rather most excellent 
holy Persons, than of transcendent Genius and Learning. Their genuine 
Writings (for many of them have extreamly suffered by spurious Additions) 
are of admirable Use for confirming the Truth of ancient Doctrines and Dis- 
cipline; by shewing the State and Practice of the primitive Church. But 
among such of them, as have fallen in my Way, I do not remember any, 
whose Manner of arguing or exhorting I could heartily recommend to the 
Imitation of a young Divine, when he is to speak from the Pulpit. Perhaps I 
judge too hastily, there being several of them, in whose Writings I have made 
very little Progress, and in others none at all. For I perused only such as were 
recommended to me, at a Time when I had more Leisure, and a better Dis- 
position to read, than have since fallen to my Share. 

TO return then to the Heathen Philosophers: I hope you will not only give 
them Quarter, but make their Works a considerable Part of your Study. To 
these I will venture to add the principal Orators and Historians, and perhaps 
a few of the Poets: By the reading of which, you will soon discover your Mind 
and Thoughts to be enlarged, your Imagination extended and refined, your 
Judgment directed, your Admiration lessened, and your Fortitude increased. 
All which Advantages must needs be of excellent Use to a Divine, whose 
Duty it is to preach and practise the Contempt of human Things. 

I WOULD say something concerning Quotations; wherein I think you 
cannot be too sparing, except from Scripture, and the primitive Writers of 
the Church. As to the former, when you offer a Text as a Proof or an Illus- 
tration, we your Hearers expect to be fairly used; and sometimes think we 
have Reason to complain, especially of you younger Divines; which makes 
us fear, that some of you conceive you have no more to do than to turn over 
a Concordance, and there having found the principal Word, introduce as 
much of the Verse as will serve your Turn, although in Reality it makes noth- 
ing for you. I do not altogether disapprove the Manner of interweaving Texts 
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of Scripture through the Style of your Sermon; wherein, however, I have 
sometimes observed great Instances of Indiscretion and Impropriety; 
against which I therefore venture to give you a Caution. 

AS to Quotations from antient Fathers, I think they are best brought in, 
to confirm some Opinion controverted by those who differ from us: In 
other Cases we give you full Power to adopt the Sentence for your own, 
rather than tell us, as St. Austin excellently observes: But to mention mod- 
ern Writers by Name, or use the Phrase of a late excellent Prelate of our 
Church, and the like, is altogether intolerable; and, for what Reason I know 
not, makes every rational Hearer ashamed. Of no better a Stamp is your 
Heathen Philosopher, and famous Poet, and Roman Historian; at least in 
common Congregations, who will rather believe you on your own Word, 
than on that of Plato or Homer. 

I HAVE lived to see Greek and Latin almost entirely driven out of the 
Pulpit; for which I am heartily glad. The frequent Use of the latter was cer- 
tainly a Remnant of Popery, which never admitted Scripture in the vulgar 
Language; and I wonder that Practice was never accordingly objected to us 
by the Fanaticks. 

THE Mention of Quotations puts me in mind of Common-place Books, 
which have been long in use by industrious young Divines, and, I hear, do 
still continue so; I know they are very beneficial to Lawyers and Physicians, 
because they are Collections of Facts or Cases, whereupon a great Part of 
their several Faculties depend: Of these I have seen several, but never yet 
any written by a Clergyman; only from what I am informed, they generally 
are Extracts of Theological and Moral Sentences, drawn from Ecclesiasti- 
cal and other Authors reduced under proper Heads; usually begun, and per- 
haps, finished, while the Collectors were young in the Church; as being 
intended for Materials, or Nurseries to stock future Sermons. You will 
observe the wise Editors of ancient Authors, when they meet a Sentence 
worthy of being distinguished, take special Care to have the first Word 
printed in Capital Letters, that you may not overlook it: Such, for Example, 
as the Inconstancy of Fortune, the Goodness of Peace, the Excellency of Wis- 
dom, the Certainty of Death; that Prosperity makes Men insolent, and Adver- 
sity humble; and the like eternal Truths, which every Plowman knows well 
enough, although he never heard of Aristotle or Plato. 1f Theological 
Common-Place Books be no better filled, I think they had better be laid 
aside: And I could wish, that Men of tolerable Intellectuals would rather 
trust to their own natural Reason, improved by a general Conversation with 
Books, to enlarge on Points which they are supposed already to understand. 
If a rational Man reads an excellent Author with just Application, he shall 
find himself extremely improved, and perhaps insensibly led to imitate that 
Author's Perfections; although in a little Time he should not remember one 
Word in the Book, nor even the Subject it handled: For, Books give the 
same Turn to our Thoughts and Way of Reasoning, that good and ill Com- 
pany do to our Behaviour and Conversation; without either loading our 
Memories, or making us even sensible of the Change. And particularly, I 
have observed in Preaching, that no Men succeed better than those, who 
trust entirely to the Stock or Fund of their own Reason; advanced, indeed, 
but not overlaid by Commerce with Books. Whoever only reads, in order to 
transcribe wise and shining Remarks, without entering into the Genius and 
Spirit of the Author; as it is probable he will make no very judicious Extract, 
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so he will be apt to trust to that Collection in all his Compositions; and be 
misled out of the regular Way of Thinking, in order to introduce those 
Materials which he hath been at the Pains to gather: And the Product of 
all this, will be found a manifest incoherent Piece of Patch-work. 

SOME Gentlemen abounding in their University Erudition, are apt to fill 
their Sermons with philosophical Terms, and Notions of the metaphysical or 
abstracted Kind; which generally have one Advantage, to be equally under- 
stood by the Wise, the Vulgar, and the Preacher himself. I have been better 
entertained, and more informed by a Chapter in the Pilgrim's Progress,’ than 
by a long Discourse upon the Will and the Intellect, and simple or complex 
Ideas. Others again, are fond of dilating on Matter and Motion, talk of the for- 
tuitous Concourse of Atoms, of Theories, and Phaenomena; directly against the 
Advice of St. Paul, who yet appears to have been conversant enough in those 
Kinds of Studies. 

I DO not find that you are any where directed in the Canons, or Articles, 
to attempt explaining the Mysteries of the Christian Religion. And, indeed, 
since Providence intended there should be Mysteries; I do not see how it 
can be agreeable to Piety, Orthodoxy, or good Sense, to go about such a 
Work. For, to me there seems to be a manifest Dilemma in the Case: If you 
explain them, they are Mysteries no longer; if you fail, you have laboured 
to no Purpose. What I should think most reasonable and safe for you to do, 
upon this Occasion, is upon solemn Days to deliver the Doctrine as the 
Church holds it, and confirm it by Scripture. For my Part, having consid- 
ered the Matter impartially, | can see no great Reason which those Gen- 
tlemen, you call the Free-Thinkers, can have for their Clamour against 
Religious Mysteries; since it is plain, they were not invented by the Clergy, 
to whom they bring no Profit, nor acquire any Honour. For every Clergy- 
man is ready, either to tell us the utmost he knows, or to confess that he 
doth not understand them: Neither is it strange, that there should be Mys- 
teries in Divinity, as well as in the commonest Operations of Nature. 

AND here l am at a Loss what to say, upon the frequent Custom of preach- 
ing against Atheism, Deism, Free- Thinking, and the like; as young Divines are 
particularly fond of doing, especially when they exercise their Talent in 
Churches, frequented by People of Quality; which, as it is but an ill Compli- 
ment to the Audience, so | am under some doubt whether it answers the End. 
Because, Persons under those Imputations are generally no great Frequenters 
of Churches, and so the Congregation is but little edified for the Sake of three 
or four Fools, who are past Grace. Neither do I think it any Part of Prudence, 
to perplex the Minds of well-disposed People with Doubts, which probably 
would never have otherwise come into their Heads. But I am of Opinion, and 
dare be positive in it, that not one in a Hundred of those, who pretend to be 
Free-Thinkers, are really so in their Hearts. For there is one Observation 
which I never knew to fail, and I desire you will examine it in the Course of 
your Life; that no Gentleman of a liberal Education, and regular in his 
Morals, did ever profess himself a Free-Thinker: Where then are these Kind 
of People to be found? Amongst the worst Part of the Soldiery* made up of 


7. John Bunyan, The Pilgrim's Progress (Part 1, 1678; Part Il, 1684). This classic of Puritan literature 
was probably the most widely-read seventeenth-century work except for the King James Bible. 

8. In An Argument Against Abolishing Christianity, it is two young gentlemen in the army who are the 
free-thinking atheists prosecuted for Blasphemy (see pp. 137—38). 
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Pages, younger Brothers of obscure Families, and others of desperate For- 
tunes; or else among idle Town-Fops; and now and then a drunken 'Squire of 
the Country. Therefore, nothing can be plainer, than that Ignorance, and 
Vice, are two Ingredients absolutely necessary in the Composition of those 
you generally call Free-Thinkers; who, in Propriety of Speech, are no Thinkers 
at all. And, since I am in the way of it, pray consider one Thing farther: As 
young as you are, you cannot but have already observed, what a violent Run 
there is among too many weak People, against University Education: Be 
firmly assured, that the whole Cry is made up by those, who were either never 
sent to a College; or through their Irregularities and Stupidity, never made the 
least Improvement while they were there. I have above Forty of the latter now 
in my Eye; several of them in this Town, whose Learning, Manners, Temper- 
ance, Probity, Good-nature, and Politicks, are all of a-piece. Others of them in 
the Country, oppressing their Tenants, tyrannizing over the Neighbourhood, 
cheating the Vicar, talking Nonsense, and getting drunk at the Sessions. It is 
from such Seminaries as these, that the World is provided with the several 
Tribes and Denominations of Free- Thinkers; who, in my Judgment, are not to 
be reformed by Arguments offered to prove the Truth of the Christian Reli- 
gion; because, Reasoning will never make a Man correct an ill Opinion, 
which by Reasoning he never acquired: For, in the Course of Things, Men 
always grow vicious before they become Unbelievers: But if you could once 
convince the Town or Country Profligate, by Topicks drawn from the View of 
their own Quiet, Reputation, Health, and Advantage; their Infidelity would 
soon drop off: This, I confess, is no easy Task; because it is almost in a literal 
Sense, to fight with Beasts. Now, to make it clear, that we are to look for no 
other Original of this Infidelity, whereof Divines so much complain; it is 
allowed on all Hands, that the People of England are more corrupt in their 
Morals, than any other Nation at this Day under the Sun: And this Corrup- 
tion is manifestly owing to other Causes, both numerous and obvious, much 
more than to the Publication of irreligious Books; which, indeed, are but the 
Consequence of the former. For, all the Writers against Christianity, since the 
Revolution,' have been of the lowest Rank among Men, in regard to Litera- 
ture, Wit, and good Sense; and upon that Account, wholly unqualified to prop- 
agate Heresies, unless among People already abandoned. 

IN an Age where every Thing disliked by those, who think with the Major- 
ity, is called Disaffection; it may perhaps be ill interpreted, when I venture to 
tell you, that this universal Depravation of Manners, is owing to the perpet- 
ual bandying of Factions among us for Thirty Years past;? when, without 
weighing the Motives of Justice, Law, Conscience, or Honour, every Man 
adjusts his Principles to those of the Party he hath chosen, and among whom 
he may best find his own Account: But, by reason of our frequent Vicissi- 
tudes, Men, who were impatient to be out of Play, have been forced to 
recant, or at least to reconcile their former Tenets with every new System of 
Administration. Add to this, that the old fundamental Custom of annual 


9. Swift clearly thought satire and sardonic irony were better options in dealing with the enemies of 
Christianity. He offered "An Argument to prove, That the Abolishing of Christianity in England, May, 
as Things now stand, be attended with some Inconveniencies, and perhaps, not produce those many 
good Effects proposed thereby," ironically appealing to the material self-interests of the unbeliev- 
ers. In the Letter, Swift advises the young clergyman to choose his topics drawn from the profli- 
gate's own view of his self-interest. 

1. The Revolution of 1688-89. 

2. That is, since 1689 and the transfer of the crown to King William IH and Queen Mary. 
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Parliaments? being wholly laid aside, and Elections growing chargeable; 
since Gentlemen found that their Country Seats brought them in less than a 
Seat in the House; the Voters, that is to say, the Bulk of the common People, 
have been universally seduced into Bribery, Perjury, Drunkenness, Malice, and 
Slander. 

NOT to be further tedious, or rather invidious; these are a few, among 
other Causes, which have contributed to the Ruin of our Morals, and con- 
sequently to the Contempt of Religion. For, imagine to your self, if you 
please, a landed Youth, whom his Mother would never suffer to look into a 
Book, for fear of spoiling his Eyes; got into Parliament, and observing all 
Enemies to the Clergy heard with the utmost Applause; what Notions he 
must imbibe; how readily he will join in the Cry; what an Esteem he will 
conceive of himself; and what a Contempt he must entertain, not only for 
his Vicar at home, but for the whole Order. 

I THEREFORE again conclude, that the Trade of Infidelity hath been 
taken up only for an Expedient to keep in Countenance that universal Cor- 
ruption of Morals, which many other Causes first contributed to introduce, 
and to cultivate. And thus, Mr. Hobbes’s Saying upon Reason, may be much 
more properly applied to Religion: That, if Religion will be against a Man, a 
Man will be against Religion.* Although, after all, I have heard a Profligate 
offer much stronger Arguments against paying his Debts, than ever he was 
known to do against Christianity; indeed, the Reason was, because in that 
Juncture he happened to be closer pressed by the Bailiff than the Parson. 

IGNORANCE may, perhaps, be the Mother of Superstition; but Experi- 
ence hath not proved it to be so of Devotion: For Christianity always made 
the most easy and quickest Progress in civilized Countries. I mention this, 
because it is affirmed, that the Clergy are in most Credit where Ignorance 
prevails, (and surely this Kingdom would be called the Paradise of Clergy- 
men, if that Opinion were true) for which they instance England in the 
Times of Popery. But whoever knoweth any Thing of three or four Cen- 
turies before the Reformation, will find, the little Learning then stirring, 
was more equally divided between the English Clergy and Laity, than it is 
at present. There were several famous Lawyers in that Period, whose Writ- 
ings are still in the highest Repute; and some Historians and Poets, who 
were not of the Church. Whereas, now-a-days our Education is so cor- 
rupted, that you will hardly find a young Person of Quality with the least 
Tincture of Knowledge; at the same Time that + many of the Clergy were 
never more learned, or so scurvily treated. Here among Us, at least, a Man 


T N. B. This Discourse was written Fourteen Year ago; since which Time, the Case is extremely altered 
by Deaths and Successions. 


3. In "A Sermon upon the Martyrdom of K. Charles I," preached in 1726, Swift wrote that "since the 
late Revolution, men have sate much looser in the true fundamentals both of religion and govern- 
ment" (PW IX:224). In "A Letter from Dr Swift to Mr Pope," dated January 10, 1721 (1722), Swift 
wrote, "As to Parliaments, I adored the wisdom of that Gothic Institution, which made them 
Annual" (PW IX:32). 

4. The saying "And as often as reason is against a man, so often will a man be against reason" is in 
fact found in James Harrington's The Commonwealth of Oceana (1656). Harrington seems to indi- 
cate that the words are a quotation but he does not give an attribution. This aphorism, which Swift 
adapts, does have a Hobbesian flavor, as Harrington's modern editor remarks (see James Harring- 
ton, The Commonwealth of Oceana and A System of Politics, ed. J. G. A. Pocock, Cambridge Texts 
in the History of Political Thought [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992], p. 21). For 
works by Harrington and Hobbes in Swift's library and Swift's references to them, see Library, Vol. 
II, 800-04, 869-86. 1 
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of Letters, out of the three Professions, is almost a Prodigy. And those few 
who have preserved any Rudiments of Learning, are (except, perhaps, one 
or two Smatterers) the Clergy's Friends to a Man: For, I dare appeal to any 
Clergyman in this Kingdom, whether the greatest Dunce in his Parish be 
not always the most proud, wicked, fraudulent, and intractable of his Flock. 

I THINK the Clergy have almost given over perplexing themselves and 
their Hearers, with abstruse Points of Predestination, Election, and the 
like; at least, it is time they should; and therefore, I shall not trouble you 
further upon this Head. 

I HAVE now said all I could think convenient with relation to your Con- 
duct in the Pulpit. Your Behaviour in the World is another Scene, upon 
which, I shall readily offer you my Thoughts, if you appear to desire them 
from me, by your Approbation of what I have here written; if not, I have 
already troubled you too much. 


I am, SIR, 
Your ajfectionate 
Friend and Servant. 


JANUARY 9, 
1719—20. 


